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It is the world’s oldest sporting trophy.
During its one-hundred-and-fifty-four-year history,
Great Britain has yet to win the America’s Cup.

   



      Prologue

      Inky was first round the mark on the makeshift race course, ignoring the shouts of her brothers in the boat behind and unseeing
         of the beautiful scenery around her. The golden, solid sands of the beaches, the dull blue-grey of the sea combed lightly
         with white and the promise of the ocean lying just outside of the mouth of the bay. All she cared about right now was beating
         her brothers.
      

      ‘HOIST THE SPINNAKER!’ she yelled at her ever-patient godfather who also happened to be one of the most famous match racers
         on the planet. A tall, aggressive, dark-haired Scot, he was generally acknowledged to be a formidable talent on any water.
         He had a wide, sensuous but expressive mouth which could instantly laugh or curl into a terrifying scowl.
      

      ‘POLE!’ he shouted back as the spinnaker pole clipped into place. The beautiful white sail puffed out like a cloud in front
         of them. He climbed back across the deck to his eleven-year-old charge and smiled indulgently at her. ‘Now what?’
      

      ‘Em …’ Inky peered around, trying to assess her brothers’ progress behind them. ‘Are they going to try and cover me?’ she
         asked hesitantly. Inky had salt water in her blood. She and her three older brothers came from the stormy north coast of Cornwall.
      

      ‘That’s right,’ said her godfather. ‘They’re going to try and take your wind and then overtake us.’ Inky hadn’t mistaken the
         competitive edge to the brotherly teasing and already she could hear the tell-tale flapping of her own spinnaker’s edges as
         the other boat started to hunt them down. Ignoring the Mohawk yells coming from the other boat, he went on, ‘You need to try
         and shake them off us.’
      

      ‘Then we gybe?’

      He nodded. ‘You give the orders.’ He leapt over the coils of line to the bow of the boat again. The art of match racing was
         still relatively new to Inky, mainly because her family were keen offshore sailors, but John MacGregor – her celebrated godfather
         – was slowly introducing her to the field. She had found that she looked forward to Mack’s visits more than ever before, if
         that were possible
      

      ‘GYBING!’ Inky yelled. Mack smoothly lowered the spinnaker, reset the pole and then powered the sail into her new set as Inky
         turned the boat through the wind. She peered anxiously behind, watching her brothers effortlessly follow them in a perfect
         gybe, but she knew that their nonchalance had an edge to it as they were desperate to claim her godfather’s attention. They
         didn’t seem to have lost any time out of their gybe and were as closely on her tail as before. ‘GYBING!’ she yelled again.
         But no matter how many times she gybed, she simply couldn’t lose them until eventually the boys claimed her wind and steamed
         past her to take the finish line.
      

      Doubly competitive wherever her brothers were concerned, Inky Pencarrow was furious at being beaten, especially in front of
         Mack – though her brothers only deigned to sail with her when he visited anyway. But she especially didn’t want Mack to think
         that she was useless; her sailing had little enough attention at home as it was. Her three brothers had all been sent away
         to school and excelled within the school’s prominent sailing squad. They were given opportunities that Inky could only dream
         about. She had stayed in their native Cornwall, content at the village school because during the summer she could escape as
         soon as the bell went and jump on her bicycle, straight down to Rock village where she could take out a little Laser dinghy into the Camel estuary. Her greatest fear was that her father
         would carry out his oft-repeated threat to send her away to a school without sailing facilities. It was only her and her mother’s
         pleading which had thus far kept her at home.
      

      ‘Never mind, squirt,’ said her brothers, patting her head once they had all landed on the pontoon. ‘Better luck next time.’

      ‘Can we race again tomorrow?’ asked Inky eagerly.

      ‘Mack won’t be on board with you tomorrow. I’m not sure you’ll be worthy competition. Besides, match racing isn’t really our
         thing.’
      

      ‘Let me try!’ pleaded Inky.

      ‘These boats are absolutely archaic.’

      ‘Or let me sail with you?’

      ‘You’re not heavy enough. One puff of wind would take you out.’

      ‘I’m heavy enough for match racing!’ said Inky indignantly, tossing the blue-black hair that had inspired her name. ‘It’s
         much harder than you think.’ Inky found her recent introduction to this more aggressive style of yachting absolutely addictive.
         The concept was simple. Two boats and a finish line. But the techniques required great ingenuity and resourcefulness, perfect
         reflexes, timing which could not be a millisecond out and the ability to think one step ahead. It was never a matter of just
         racing for the line and the fastest boat won. You had to put yourself between the finish line and the competitor and do anything
         to stay there. A bit like a game of British Bulldog except you were running for the line at the same time.
      

      ‘Keep practising, squirt.’ They turned their attention to Mack who had just appeared at her shoulder. ‘We’ve got these fantastic
         boats at school, Mack. Charlie is going to take one across the Channel. Will you come and see them sometime?’
      

      Mack laughed but seemed to refuse to be distracted from Inky. ‘I think you should take Inky out again tomorrow. You need to keep on top of her otherwise one day she’ll be beating the lot of you.’
      

      Her brothers all wanted to be professional sailors, much to the bursting pride of their father who had been a highly respected
         helmsman, now retired. Inky also wanted to be a professional sailor but it was a secret ambition because she knew her father
         wanted her to follow a more traditional, more womanly profession.
      

      The boys were diverted by their mother delicately picking her way down the pontoon carrying a picnic basket and, ever hungry
         – like Labradors – they made for the food.
      

      ‘Do you want to have lunch on my boat?’ Mack asked Inky.

      ‘Yes, please,’ said Inky with relief. Whenever Inky was with Mack in a public place, people were forever stopping and asking
         him for his autograph or talking to him about boats. She had also noticed rather beadily that women in particular liked to
         toss their hair and smile a lot at him. At least if they had lunch on his boat she could have him to herself for a little
         while longer. Once they went home, Inky’s father James would claim his attention and Inky wouldn’t be able to ask him all
         the questions she had been saving up for months.
      

      John MacGregor was Inky’s father’s oldest friend. They knew each other from the days they had spent together in the British
         youth squad. Whereas James Pencarrow won a respectable bronze medal dinghy sailing at the 1976 Olympic Games, John MacGregor
         walked away with the gold and once again (just to show it wasn’t a fluke) four years later. But he then started experimenting
         with offshore and match racing, and for a long time his critics (and he had a few – his gruff straight-talking style, which
         didn’t suffer fools easily, had ruffled a few feathers over the years) gleefully predicted his downfall. But every time Mack
         would prove them wrong by beating a record or winning a race until they were all but silenced. Inky often wondered whether,
         if her father could have foreseen Mack’s almost meteoric rise to iconic status, he would have still asked him to be her godfather.
         But James always tactlessly pointed out that when she was born was the only time Mack was in the country.
      

      Mack watched Inky’s mother Mary walk back up the pontoon. ‘What are you looking at, Mack?’ asked Inky, already biting into
         a banana.
      

      ‘Your mother.’

      Inky focused on someone usually quite invisible to her eleven-year-old eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said critically. ‘She really shouldn’t
         be wearing those shoes on the pontoon. We keep telling her.’
      

      Mack laughed. ‘I was thinking how little she’s changed from when I first met her all those years ago.’

      ‘What? Mum?’

      ‘She used to be quite the socialite, you know. Admired wherever she went.’

      But Inky had already eagerly jumped into the launch which would take them out to Mack’s boat. ‘She’s such a beautiful boat,’
         she sighed on the short journey out to the mooring, not able to take her eyes off her. To Inky it looked as though Wild Thing had been tied down to her mooring to prevent her from getting away. They thanked the launch driver before clambering aboard
         and arranging their lunch in front of them. ‘Why did you sail Wild Thing over?’ Inky asked unwrapping her peanut butter and banana sandwiches and apple and watercress rolls.
      

      ‘You know I’m going to be away for a while.’

      ‘Doing the America’s Cup,’ prompted Inky. ‘I wanted to come to America to see you but Dad said you didn’t need any distractions.’

      Mack smiled. ‘Well, I thought you might like to use her for the summer.’ She would need help but Mack would make it clear
         whom he was lending it to.
      

      Inky’s jaw dropped open. ‘Me? Sail Wild Thing?’ Her mind raced with delight as to what her brothers might say. ‘Why?’ was all she could manage to say.
      

      ‘I don’t need to see you winning to see how good you might be.’

Inky beamed at him. ‘You think that I might be good one day?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘I wish you would tell Dad that.’

      ‘I do. Often.’

      ‘He’s always talking about sending me away to school. He thinks I need more of an education.’

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘I think I would die. My mother wants me to stay here too but I don’t think it’s because of the sailing thing. I think it’s
         because she doesn’t want to be left alone.’ Inky wondered if she should have said such a thing but Mack didn’t look at all
         shocked.
      

      ‘Maybe you should consider joining the national youth squad.’

      ‘I would love to!’ exclaimed Inky, her eyes shining. ‘But Dad or Mum would have to drive me to places.’

      ‘I’ll talk to your father.’

      Inky thought she might expire with happiness. The prospect of sailing Wild Thing all summer and joining the youth squad seemed almost too much to bear. ‘Tell me about the America’s Cup again. I got a book
         out of the library about the boats.’ The America’s Cup boats which Mack was so passionate about were not little dinghies.
         The masts scraped the sky at 110 feet high and they weighed nearly twenty-five tonnes. They were meaningless statistics on
         the page but when Inky talked to Mack they came to life as elegant and fierce war machines which were perfectly honed, yet
         so interbred they were useless for any other purpose except the race they were born to compete in. ‘I would love to compete
         in the America’s Cup one day,’ she sighed. ‘That’s the best match racing ever, isn’t it?’
      

      ‘I think so and it’s an obsession for some of the richest, most powerful and most eccentric characters in the world,’ admitted
         Mack. ‘But I’m afraid there are no women in the Cup. Maybe there will be by the time you grow up,’ he added hastily.
      

‘Would you win a lot of money if you won the Cup?’ asked Inky.

      ‘Nothing. No money. Nothing except the Cup itself and the right to set the rules and venue for the next one. It’s a bit bizarre.
         Like giving the Olympic Games to the country who wins the most medals. But one of things you must understand is that it is
         not designed to be a fair contest. Whoever wins the Cup can set the rules.’
      

      Inky absorbed this for a second. Her next question was on a more personal note. ‘And will Auntie Josie be going with you to
         America?’ Josie was Mack’s wife. They had been married for about five years and she was terribly glamorous – or so Inky thought
         anyway. Her mother must have thought so too because she was always asking her about her clothes and about the cities she had
         visited. Inky knew that something funny was going on between Mack and Josie because she had overheard her parents talking.
      

      ‘No, she won’t,’ said Mack shortly. ‘I don’t know what your parents have told you, Inky, but I’m afraid that Auntie Josie
         and I aren’t …’
      

      ‘Married any more?’

      ‘Well, I suppose that’s exactly right. Or won’t be soon anyway.’

      ‘Why not?’

      Mack paused for a moment and put down his sandwich. ‘You know that you said that you thought you would die if your father
         sent you away to school and from the water?’ Inky nodded. ‘Well, that’s how I feel about sailing too. And Aunt Josie wants
         me to feel differently about it.’
      

      ‘What do you mean, differently?’

      ‘I think she would like me to love sailing a little less and her a little more.’

      ‘But you can’t help the way you feel!’ said Inky indignantly.

      ‘No, I can’t. But when you love something like we do, Inky, it sometimes has a great cost to it. Maybe that’s something your
         father is trying to protect you against. But you and I both know that there’s nothing you can do about it. Stopping doing something you love would be as alien a concept as chopping off your
         arm.’
      

      Mack waited until Inky had gone to bed that night before broaching the subject of her sailing with James. He watched in silence
         as Inky’s beautiful mother, with her apron neatly tied in a bow behind her back, speared the lamb joint with more rosemary
         picked from her much beloved garden. Mary Pencarrow was constantly out there wrestling the elements and almost taking on the
         sea itself as she tried to introduce plants and bulbs which time and again failed to survive the wind or the constant pervasion
         of salt. It amazed Mack afresh how out of place Mary seemed on the rough and ragged coast of Cornwall instead of in her native
         and beloved London. It was still like seeing a sleek thoroughbred in a stable of ponies, even though it had been eighteen
         years since Inky’s father had surprised everyone and married her within months of meeting her at a fashionable London party,
         the sort he usually so determinedly avoided. Their attraction to each other was undeniable but many of their family and friends
         thought it would be short-lived as James Pencarrow immediately whisked his new bride down to the remote family house on the
         north coast of Cornwall that he had recently inherited after his own father’s death. But Mary’s love for her new husband had
         overcome her love for her old cosmopolitan city life. At least until recently, anyway.
      

      She had had four children in quick succession and was thrilled when her fourth child was a long-awaited girl. She dressed
         her slavishly in gingham frills and pastel florals, waiting and hoping for the day when she could chat to her about fashion
         and tea parties, nail varnish and Delia, only to find that her little girl spent more and more time on boats with her brothers
         and father. As soon as Inky found a voice she demanded to be dressed in the same clothes as her brothers and if her mother
         refused, patiently holding out gorgeous embroidered Capri pants, then she would run out into the sand dunes in her knickers.
      

Mary Pencarrow had long since come to terms with this and although she was inordinately proud of her daughter, she did long
         for just a glimmer of femininity from her, if only to give them something to talk about. Only she still called her Erica,
         although Inky actually suited her far better, with her blue-black hair and creamy, pale complexion, so reminiscent of fresh
         ink on thick parchment.
      

      Mack jumped up to help her as Mary started to lay the table for supper. ‘Mack, sit down. I’ll do this. You talk to James.’
         She inclined her head firmly towards her husband as though reading Mack’s mind. Mack smiled slightly at her. As someone about
         to be divorced he was ultra sensitive to others’ unhappiness, but she was such a private person that he could only tread warily
         around hers. He stared at her for a moment, wondering how she had become involved in this obsessive world of boats, tides
         and wind with language and customs of its own – as if a coven of witches had ensnared a unicorn. He shook his head and tried
         to concentrate on Inky.
      

      ‘I think Inky should be thinking about joining the youth squad,’ he said to James who was sitting in the armchair next to
         the Aga, trying to find an article for Mack in one of his yachting magazines. Mary didn’t react; she carried on setting the
         table slowly.
      

      James sighed and laid down the magazine. ‘Not this old chestnut again, Mack.’

      ‘She’s talented,’ insisted Mack.

      ‘It’s pointless. I don’t want you building up her hopes only for her to have them dashed. She thinks she can do everything
         that the boys can do. Look at that stupid stunt she pulled last week.’ On the strongest spring tide of the season the boys
         would attach ropes to the buoys and water-ski behind them on the tide. James had expressly forbidden Inky from copying them
         but she had ignored him nonetheless, promptly fallen off and been swept out to sea. The lifeboat had to pick her up. ‘We nearly
         died of worry. She shouldn’t be trying stupid tricks.’
      

‘But you didn’t punish the boys for doing the same thing?’

      ‘They didn’t get swept out to sea. It’s about time that Inky realised she’s not just like the boys and she can’t do anything
         she likes.’
      

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It may have escaped your notice, Mack, but Inky is a girl. And that has its limitations.’

      ‘But I don’t think it’s Inky’s limitation. I know that I’m not around as much as I would like for her but Inky is the closest
         thing to having my own child, James …’
      

      ‘I know that and it’s wonderful that you take your responsibilities so seriously but Inky isn’t going to be a great sailor.
         Women and sailing are incompatible. The sooner she learns that then the less of a disappointment it will be for her. She should
         spend her time more constructively. God knows her mother would like her to …’ He gestured his head towards Mary who didn’t
         meet his eye.
      

      ‘Constructively? What do you mean, constructively?’

      ‘I don’t know! Doing more womanly pursuits! Things that will stand her in good stead later on. You’re simply encouraging her
         by lending her that boat for the summer.’
      

      ‘You think I should have lent it to one of the boys,’ said Mack quietly.

      ‘They are actually going to have careers in sailing. Whereas Inky …’

      ‘Whereas Inky what?’

      ‘I’m just trying to protect her, Mack. I want her to have other options.’

      ‘This is 1995, James. Not 1895. Why can’t you …’

      Inky, from the landing, didn’t hear what he was about to say as one of her brothers came out of his bedroom. She drowned herself
         in the shadows until he passed and then scurried back into her room with her father’s words still ringing in her ears. Pulling
         the covers over her head, she thought about what she had just heard. She might only be eleven years old, but it was old enough to realise that her mother wasn’t terribly happy and yet too young to know why. This pursuit of womanly things
         (and her mother was the most feminine woman she knew) hadn’t seemed to have brought her much happiness. It felt as though
         her own sex had betrayed her. Inky desperately wanted to sail like her brothers. She wanted the same freedom. And she would
         get it, whatever it took, whatever her father said.
      

   



      
      

‘I must go down to the sea again …’
John Masefield, ‘Sea Fever’

   



      PART ONE






      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Eight years later.

      
      The Spanish boat, Guerrero, stormed in from the other side of the start box snarling with aggression. They were arrogant and insistent – a crew on the
         knife edge of perfection. As if stamping on an accelerator, Mack turned his boat, Firebird, into the wind and placed himself on a collision course with them. The two respective bowmen, oblivious to the bad weather,
         dipped in and out of each other’s views as they called the distance between them. The five-minute gun had just gone, indicating
         the time left until the start of the race. Mack and his competitor were going through the vital pre-start battle. It was an
         elaborate game of cat and mouse where you were alternately the hunter and the hunted.
      

      
      The boats were aimed head on. For all the money spent on her, Firebird was a difficult boat to control even after the countless hours spent practising and racing; Mack still couldn’t get a real
         feel for her. It was like flying a plane simply on instruments. The two boats charged to within a few feet of one another
         before Mack threw Firebird into a tack. Guerrero matched him with a complementary one and the boats circled, waiting for the other to make an error. The crew could hardly
         hear themselves think above the frenzied shouts of the helmsman, the squeal of tortured lines, the thunder of sails as the
         boom slammed back and forth over the deck.
      

      
      
      Again and again the boats drove at each other, battling for supremacy until the water was simply a bubbling, boiling mass.
         Again and again the better manoeuvrability of the Spanish boat would force Mack over, apparently holding him by the neck –
         but every time he wriggled free. On this last tack, he coiled back towards Guerrero and the two yachts charged to within half a foot of each other.
      

      
      ‘Christ,’ snapped the boat designer who was watching from one of the support launches. ‘Was that necessary? Those are fucking
         three-million-pound boats they are playing chicken with.’
      

      
      For the first time, the skippers were close enough to see each other properly. Mack eyed the Spanish skipper thoughtfully,
         then took the opportunity to wheel round and come up on the right-of-way starboard side. He practically nudged their stern,
         forcing them off their line. But suddenly: ‘He’s on our tail, Mack! Get him off us!’ called his tactician and, wheeling round,
         Mack saw that Guerrero had circled sharply and popped up behind them. As in a dogfight, whoever is on the tail of the opposing boat can control them.
         Mack dived into the spectator boats, desperately trying to wipe him off. He saw a small opportunity to lose him, made as though
         he was about to tack and at the last second he swung the opposite way round the committee boat in a turn so tight and unexpected
         that he could see the whites of his opponents’ startled eyes. Guerrero thankfully didn’t follow suit.
      

      
      Mack’s navigator started the one-minute countdown to the actual start. ‘Sixty … fifty, forty-nine, forty-eight …’

      
      As though thinking ten moves ahead in a chess game, Mack glanced round. He started to run for the line, relying on his instinctive
         judgement of time on distance.
      

      
      ‘You’re not going to make it, Mack,’ snapped Henry Luter, seeing what he was trying to do, for Guerrero had suddenly wheeled round and was making her approach for the line from the opposite end. The problem was that Henry Luter’s
         advice was never to be relied on, a fundamental flaw for a strategist. Not least because he had absolutely no judge of time
         on distance. The numbers echoed in the background, ‘Thirty … twenty-nine … twenty-eight …’
      

      
      ‘I fucking well am. I NEED MORE SPEED!’

      
      ‘They’re trying to cross our bow! This is going to be close, Mack!’ yelled his bowman over his microphone – he was standing
         at the bow to watch the distance.
      

      
      ‘Fucking hell,’ Mack muttered. Instinctively he looked up to the mainsail to make sure it was trimmed hard enough and they
         were going as fast as they could.
      

      
      The count went on. ‘Nineteen … eighteen … seventeen … sixteen …’ His crew looked over to him, willing him to stop the other
         boat in its tracks, and then back to their bowman who was the only one who could see properly. ‘They might make it,’ the bowman
         muttered to himself. But in the last few seconds, the skipper of Guerrero obviously decided they couldn’t and the bow literally whooshed past Firebird’s stern as he ducked behind. Mack’s crew started to breathe again. The starting gun went and they hit the line running, ahead
         of Guerrero.
      

      
      Inky Pencarrow hated having to sit on the reserve bench. She was watching the British crew race the mighty Spanish during
         the thirty-first America’s Cup. They were 3–1 down in a best of seven series, and it was looking increasingly as if even their
         legendary helmsman, John ‘Mack’ MacGregor, couldn’t save them. She was on the sumptuous yacht belonging to Henry Luter, who
         also insisted on taking the position of strategist on Firebird. Luter was the millionaire financing the syndicate behind the British challenge, and his boat, Corposant, was by far the largest and most ostentatious in the spectator fleet. The weather was awful and the guests were enjoying
         (what they could of) a lunch of oysters placed in a shooter of Bloody Mary followed by soft shelled crabs and salad all accompanied
         by ice-cold champagne – Henry Luter was generous only when he could pass the whole thing on expenses. The corporate helicopter
         delivering more guests to the watery dais momentarily drowned out the voice of the on-board commentator who was struggling to clarify some of the more complicated rules
         of the America’s Cup.
      

      
      At present he was just explaining the pre-start. ‘On the first gun there is a five-minute countdown to the actual start, the
         boats enter from opposite ends and wrestle for the optimum position to start from, but woe and betide them if they are over
         the line when the actual starting gun fires. They will have to circle and restart. What you have just witnessed was an amazing
         display of time-on-distance judgement by our legendary helmsman John MacGregor. He has to know how long it will take the boat
         to get to the start line with the present wind speed, direction and current. Some of the most talented match racers in the
         world still get it wrong and it is disaster when they do. The pre-start is the biggest cat fight of them all, ladies and gentlemen,
         and will probably win or lose the race for them …’ said the commentator.
      

      
      Inky sighed and stared after the two America’s Cup yachts. They looked like no other boat. They were monstrous things, scarily
         narrow with barely any room for the seventeen-strong crew to move but with a mast that reached over thirty metres into the
         sky. The boats carried such powerful loads that they were as dangerous as standing inside an industrial machine because they
         were also built to be as light as possible, which meant they often broke. They were the most beautiful things that Inky had
         ever seen.
      

      
      Inky’s best friend, Will Stanmore, more popularly known as Custard, appeared by her side. He always reminded Inky of a Labrador,
         with his blond mane and exuberant love-me demeanour. His looks were actually very average but his personality beamed through
         every pore and he had a stunning, genuine smile which could work its magic on the sternest race official. ‘There you are!
         I’ve been waiting outside the Ladies for the last ten minutes.’
      

      
      ‘You could have used the Gents, Custard. No one would have minded.’

      
      
      ‘Looking for you, you arse.’

      
      ‘It was a good start,’ sighed Inky gesturing her head towards the yachts. Corposant started her engines and prepared to follow them up the course.
      

      
      ‘I know. I was watching the screen. But even Mack might not be able to fight his way out of this one.’ Custard looked nervously
         over his shoulder in case Henry Luter’s ever-present, beady personal assistant, Jane, might hear, and lowered his voice. ‘First
         British entry in the Cup for over fifteen years and Henry Luter is the syndicate head. Fucking awful luck. Why couldn’t we
         have had a different billionaire?’ he joked.
      

      
      ‘He runs the syndicate like one of his companies,’ grumbled Inky.

      
      ‘You heard about poor old Joe? First he knew about getting fired was a plane ticket pushed under his door last night. Christ,
         it’s like musical chairs.’ The comings and goings of their syndicate had entertained the America’s Cup fraternity, who were
         well seasoned in the antics of eccentric billionaires, all summer long.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I heard. Lucky that you keep your room in such a mess. You wouldn’t notice if a plane ticket was pushed under your
         door.’
      

      
      ‘I know,’ said Custard cheerfully. ‘I’ve probably been fired six times already and they can’t work out why I keep on turning
         up.’
      

      
      ‘Luter would have been better off spending his millions on some good PR rather than an over-technical boat which no one can
         sail.’ Luter had in fact used more computer power on the boat design than was used to crack the human genome.
      

      
      ‘I keep wondering, why hasn’t Mack left?’

      
      Inky shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Same reason why you haven’t, I suppose.’

      
      ‘Regular cash and Kiwi crumpet?’

      
      ‘No, idiot. Mack says it’s the first chance that most of us have ever had to sail for our country in the Cup.’

      
      ‘Inky, we’re in the second crew. We’re not going to get the chance to sail for our country.’

      
      
      ‘At least you know it’s because one of Luter’s cronies is in your position. The America’s Cup is positively archaic. I don’t
         know why I bother,’ she grumbled, thinking of Tracy Edwards’ and Ellen MacArthur’s pioneering path through off-shore sailing
         – much to her father’s astonishment.
      

      
      Custard put his arm around her. ‘There’s always next time.’

      
      ‘As long as Luter isn’t in charge.’

      
      ‘So you’re not going to join the next challenge?’

      
      ‘Not Henry Luter’s, no I’m not.’

      
      ‘He’s not going to stop until he’s got his paws on the Cup. We could always join another syndicate.’

      
      ‘Marvellous. Then I could sit on the second crew for them,’ grumbled Inky. A woman was a rarity in the America’s Cup. She
         was like a duckling amongst crocodiles. But the fact was that Inky couldn’t be sure whether it was her abilities or her breasts
         which had kept her off the first boat.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go inside and chat up prospective syndicate heads for the next Cup. Try to persuade them that a mere fifty million
         for a challenge would be a very shrewd tax dodge.’
      

      
      ‘It’s so cheap I don’t know why more people don’t do it,’ said Inky, parroting Luter’s favourite joke. Custard laughed.

      
      Henry Luter’s personal assistant, a thin, pale girl who made herself look more than her twenty-five years of age by dragging
         back her hair and wearing no make-up on her bony face, crept up on them. ‘What are you two doing out here?’ Jane hissed. ‘We
         pay you to entertain the guests, not to gossip.’ Of course, they were there to entertain the guests; Custard, by virtue of
         the fact he was extremely personable and Inky because Luter liked to show off how marvellously equal-opportunist he was.
      

      
      ‘It’s an exciting race,’ protested Custard who actually hadn’t taken his eyes off the two boats in front of them. ‘Look, Mack’s
         starting a tacking duel.’
      

      
      Back on the boats, conversation had been scarce. After starting behind, Guerrero had sailed out to the left-hand side of the course, hoping to find some breeze which Mack had missed. Mack, knowing that his crew work was sloppier than Guerrero’s, had also gone out to the left side. If the Spanish were to gain on them then at least Mack could cover them by placing
         his boat between them and the wind. They would be forced to use his second-hand air. It was like being offered the dregs of
         someone else’s fuel tank on a Formula One race track. The Spanish boat had caught up enough to try and overtake Firebird but every time they made to stamp on the accelerator and overtake, Mack would swerve in front of them and block them. The
         only way to pass would be to tack and tack again until Firebird made a mistake. This was known as a tacking duel.
      

      
      ‘TACKING!’ yelled Mack as Guerrero threw yet another tack at them. Every time a boat tacks it puts enormous stress not only on the boat but also on the crew.
         He’s hoping either the boat or the crew will break, Mack thought to himself, glancing at the Spanish skipper as Firebird’s massive mainsail swung across the deck again. For the first time in the series, he felt some nerves. Firebird’s grinders were crouched over their pedestals in the middle of the boat, ready for another tack. But they looked at odds
         with the fiery corporate orange they were wearing. They looked tired and their eyes already had that haunted look of failure.
         All of Henry Luter’s screamed threats, on and offshore, had failed to motivate them. It was as if they were watching their
         own obituary.
      

      
      ‘Mack, they’re gaining on us,’ snapped Luter. ‘Fucking well do something. Don’t just lie there and let them shit all over
         us.’
      

      
      Mack ignored him. It was too late in the competition to explain to Luter how the crew actually worked. ‘TACKING!’ Mack yelled
         as Guerrero threw another tack. The Spanish skipper had obviously noticed the tiredness of their grinders – he was barely giving them
         four breaths between forcing them to tack again.
      

      
      The sea was bitchy and acting up and, combined with the wash of the spectator boats, was making the boat hard to control,
         like a particularly lively toddler. The noise on the boat was deafening as the waves bashed into them from all sides.
      

      
      
      Mack eyed the first mark of the course up ahead. It would be tight to hold them until then. Even though Guerrero was wallowing in their second-hand air, she was still faster and Mack was having trouble holding her. But just as Mack was
         thinking these thoughts, there came a cry which meant an almost certain loss in an America’s Cup race.
      

      
      ‘MAN OVERBOARD!’

      
      ‘Jesus, where?’ Mack muttered, frantically looking round for a bobbing head between the waves. He stared at the crew expecting
         an immediate damage report from whoever witnessed it and made the call, but as though guilty by association, they shifted
         their eyes.
      

      
      A whistle from the umpire’s boat and the showing of Firebird’s identifying flag indicated a penalty.
      

      
      ‘Who was it?’ asked Henry Luter.

      
      ‘Bowman,’ Mack muttered, seeing the empty position up ahead. That in itself was no surprise. The bowman is the most exposed
         of all the crew on a boat with a minimum of working surfaces and no safety rails. In this sea it was also acting like a bucking
         bronco. Nevertheless for a bowman to lose his footing was a rarity.
      

      
      Mack left Luter muttering death threats as he spun the wheel through to make the obligatory 270-degree penalty turn. He wished
         he knew what exactly had happened but the man overboard cry was so sudden and unexpected that Mack couldn’t even identify
         which crew member it had come from.
      

      
      None of that mattered right now. One of Firebird’s support launches was picking up the bowman whilst Mack took the yacht through its penalty turn and Guerrero stormed past them towards the mark. They were already rounding it and breaking out their spinnaker by the time Mack was headed
         back on course with the embarrassed bowman back on board.
      

      
      ‘COME ON!’ Mack yelled at his crew. ‘I WANT A PERFECT SET! WE CAN STILL BEAT THEM!’

      
      The crew bustled round, getting ready for rounding the mark. ‘CODE SIX SPINNAKER!’ yelled Mack’s tactician. The sewer man hauled it up from the sewer on to the deck. The genoa was getting
         ready to be lowered and be replaced by the spinnaker which the trimmers would form to a perfect aerofoil. And all of this
         had to happen in under eight seconds.
      

      
      ‘Guerrero has six boat lengths on us,’ announced Mack’s tactician. ‘Let’s try and catch her in our wind shadow.’ Once the boats have
         rounded the mark and are going downwind, the trailing boat can creep up and punch the air out of the leading boat’s spinnaker
         by stealing their wind.
      

      
      ‘Get ready to tack,’ growled Mack. ‘TACKING!’

      
      Mack managed to extract rare moments of brilliance even from the most disgruntled of crews. They rounded the mark in a perfect
         set and in under eight seconds. The huge white spinnaker puffed into place and opened its giant wings in front of him. The
         wind was still big though and Mack frowned to himself.
      

      
      ‘That spinnaker looks too big,’ he said to his tactician. ‘Are you sure we should—’

      
      Mack didn’t get to finish his sentence. The next moment Firebird punched through the middle of one big wave and then buried herself deep into the back of the next. The mast couldn’t stand
         the extra tonnes of pressure, a rigging fitting broke and the mast, along with any last hopes of the 2003 America’s Cup, came
         tumbling down.
      

      
      The wake party, as they are so euphemistically called, certainly had a funereal air. It was being held in the vast hangar
         used to house the yachts; Firebird, forlorn under her tarpaulin skirt, stood close by on her enormous cradle.
      

      
      Mack was standing by the door chatting to some of the crew. People who read of his exploits and adventures often dismissed
         them as overblown: it wasn’t until you walked into his presence and felt the force of his personality that you instantly knew
         all those things must be true. In his late forties, he was not traditionally handsome but terribly attractive in a rugged
         sort of way. As one journalist so aptly put it, ‘If you were in any sort of trouble and the odds were completely against you then this
         is the only man you would wish to have at your side.’
      

      
      His easy manner and the way he listened attentively masked any hint of the enormous row he had just had with Henry Luter.
         Luter had managed to keep his temper after the race until they’d hit the shore and their compound.
      

      
      Then: ‘What the fuck was that all about?’ Luter had roared. He was only one footstep into the room. ‘How could you fuck it
         up like that? Why the fuck do I pay you so much money?’
      

      
      Mack hadn’t explained whose fault it was. He didn’t work like that. He would never apportion blame. A crew worked together
         and if one of them made a mistake then it was up to everyone else to cover their backs. It was just one of many philosophies
         that he and Henry Luter differed on.
      

      
      ‘You pay me to shape your crew.’

      
      ‘Shape my crew? What on earth are you talking about? I pay you to drive the fucking boat. Nothing more, nothing less.’

      
      ‘One doesn’t come without the other. Crews do not work independently of one another. They can’t. They all rely on each other.
         They all rely on each other for their safety and even their lives. Everybody on that boat hated each other so much that I
         don’t think they would lift a finger to save another crew member. You’ve got them into such a state of turmoil that all they
         are intent on is not getting blamed.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got them into that state? I have?’ Henry had said in a fury.
      

      
      ‘By swapping them around so much. By making them take responsibility for your mistakes. By creating politics so corrupt that you would make a small African coup look good. By just generally treating people
         like shit.’
      

      
      Mack had turned on his heel and made to walk out.

      
      ‘Don’t think I’m going to ask you to helm the boat for my next Cup challenge,’ Henry had yelled after him.

      
      ‘Nothing could induce me to accept,’ Mack had said softly. But none of that showed on his face as he talked to Custard.

      
      ‘Bad luck today,’ said Custard.

      
      ‘Even if we hadn’t lost the mast, I think the Spanish still would have won.’

      
      ‘Dismasting always tends to slow the boat down a bit.’

      
      ‘Yeah, I’ve noticed that.’

      
      ‘Luter has asked me to stay on for his next challenge in 2007,’ said Custard. ‘I don’t know if I’ll bother, I doubt I’ll get
         on the first boat. What about you?’
      

      
      ‘I doubt I would make it to the first boat either,’ said Mack grimly. ‘No, I won’t be staying on.’

      
      ‘I’m definitely not staying then. God knows what mad fucker he would get to helm it.’

      
      ‘What Henry Luter doesn’t know is that the America’s Cup is about people. And if you fail to understand that then you have
         already lost. What are you going to do next?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know. Go back on the World Match Racing Tour with Inky, I suppose. You?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Maybe something different.’

      
      Custard looked at him curiously. ‘But you’ll go back to match racing, won’t you? You’re addicted!’

      
      ‘Not incurably,’ said Mack lightly. He was thinking about the recent negative headlines which had blamed him for the British
         crew’s patchy performance. Maybe he had been in this game too long. He was tired and thought it was time for a rest.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you should get yourself a woman if you’re going to have some time off. That’s why you don’t have one now, isn’t it?’
         Custard nudged him.
      

      
      ‘Not all of us, Custard, have the energy to go out with women at night and then sail all day.’

      
      ‘But you would like a woman, wouldn’t you?’ Custard insisted.

      
      ‘Why are you so desperate to get me married off?’

      
      ‘Mack, I only have your happiness at heart,’ said Custard piously. ‘That and the fact Inky and I think we would win a lot
         more money on the match racing circuit without you around.’
      

      
      
      ‘I’ve already tried it and it didn’t really work out. The woman went and the sailing didn’t. It would take one hell of a woman
         for me to do that again.’
      

      
      ‘I could introduce you to a few. Some of my racer chasers are desperate to meet you. They wax lyrical about your strong jaw
         and distinguished looks.’ Mack did look pretty good for his age. In fact he was one of those men who grew better looking with
         age. ‘It’s very annoying.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Custard, but I’ll pass.’

      
      ‘I’ll miss the odd occasions we got to sail together. That temper of yours is nasty though. That must be why you’re so successful.
         The sea just opens up before you.’
      

      
      ‘I only shouted at you on that particular occasion because you took the helm for five minutes and rammed the committee boat
         so hard that they had to spend the whole night taking turns bailing it out.’
      

      
      ‘That’s why I’m not a helmsman.’

      
      ‘Custard, you can be an absolute knob but I’ll miss sailing with you too.’

      
      They smiled at each other and paused for a second, their eyes following Henry Luter as he moved around the room. ‘There goes
         a man who still uses the rabbit, hole, tree method to tie a bowline,’ commented Custard.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Fabian Beaufort met Milly Dantry at the grand old age of twenty-four at the start of Skandia Cowes Week 2004, towards the end
         of a very beautiful summer.
      

      
      It was still early when Fabian left the Rochesters’ boat that morning. He hadn’t slept well last night: dreams of Rob had
         haunted him. He woke up sweating and reached for the bedside light, waiting for his surroundings to assert themselves: the
         photo of his father tucked into the mirror, the pile of loose change and the racing programmes. After a few minutes he got
         up and found a solitary cigarette. He wondered about writing another letter to Rob’s parents but knew it was futile. Instead
         he went up on deck, breathed the cool night air and thought about his father.
      

      
      Although the sun had been up for barely an hour, the crews were already on deck, sorting and repairing equipment. Fabian walked
         along one of the pontoons looking for a boat called Moonshine. A mate had called and tipped him off about a crew space. He was desperate to get off the Rochester boat. The Rochesters
         were vague friends of his mother’s and after he’d snogged Alicia, the Rochester daughter, at a party in London she had issued
         the invitation for Cowes Week. It had seemed a highly attractive offer at the time but in the cold light of day she was a
         much less desirable prospect and, like a bitch on heat, constantly trying to get him into bed. He’d had to pretend he was a really deep sleeper, unable to hear the soft tapping at his cabin door in the night. In the old days he would have just
         shagged her but at the moment he had other things on his mind.
      

      
      The early morning sun was already glinting off the water, and the cool ocean breeze caught the boats, eliciting a furious
         round of clinking as the halyards and masts collided. Fabian loved this time of day. It reminded him of sleeping on the family
         yacht on one of his many fishing trips with his father.
      

      
      He called up to someone on one of the decks and was pointed in the direction of Moonshine. He found her at the end of the pontoon. She was a beautiful boat, unsullied by the litter of sponsors’ names running along
         her hull, and he felt a stir of excitement. What lines! How he would love to get to know her.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’ he called. And again. ‘Hello?’ He could see people were up. There were various jobs half done across the deck.

      
      A head popped up and then someone came up from below deck. By the time the figure was standing in front of him, all Fabian’s
         hopes had died.
      

      
      ‘Well, well, well. If it isn’t Fabian Beaufort.’

      
      The voice belonged to Jason Bryant, a fair-haired, good-looking sailor with pale blue eyes whose cold intensity belied his
         ambition. They had been on rival boats in the Volvo Round the World Race. He was rather talented and also rather unpleasant.
         Fabian disliked him intensely.
      

      
      ‘Jason. How are you?’ muttered Fabian.

      
      ‘What the fuck are you doing here, Beaufort?’

      
      ‘Just came to see a friend. That’s all,’ he said, backing off.

      
      ‘I hear you don’t have many of those nowadays. Someone on this boat?’

      
      ‘Maybe. I’ll come back later.’

      
      Fabian turned on his heel, but he could almost feel the slow smile start to appear on Jason’s face. ‘You’re here because you
         heard that we need to fill a crew space, aren’t you, Beaufort? Bit down on our luck, are we? I hear your dad has done a runner
         too,’ he called after Fabian. ‘You’d be the last person we would ever choose. Most of our people want to live.’
      

      
      Milly Dantry wasn’t a sailor by trade. Milly was a waitress. Each year she saved up her holiday from her waitress job in Whitstable
         and travelled down to Cowes for two weeks to cover the regatta, the Round the Island race and the Fastnet too, earning nearly
         three times as much as she did at home, which was just as well because working for Mr Sawman at the Crabclaw Café was not
         a great deal of fun. He insisted that all the female staff wore short black mini-skirts, then put them to work with the assiduity
         that a mine owner putting pit ponies down the mine would raise his eyebrows at. Still, Milly was desperately trying to save
         up for fashion college and every little helped. Money was still very tight at home and although waitressing would not be her
         natural choice of career, at least it paid the bills.
      

      
      The restaurant was open bright and early for breakfast. Since the race course wasn’t set until the morning of the race, when
         the wind speed and direction could be measured, some of the more serious sailors liked to gather their crew over breakfast
         to discuss tactics. Other sailors, who had been up until the early hours of the morning drinking and dancing at the yacht
         haven’s concerts and then tipping themselves into their bunks whilst narrowly missing falling overboard, preferred to get
         takeaway bacon baguettes from Tiffins. Then, of course, they had to try and keep them down.
      

      
      Milly was late and, apologising madly, she scrambled to dump her bag in the staffroom and get into her horrible apron. Despite
         the earliness of the hour, the little restaurant was heaving and the smell of bacon and eggs and fresh bread filled the air.
         Although fruit, muesli and yoghurt were on the menu there was a firm and decidedly male feeling that winning crews never went
         to sea on fruit, muesli and yoghurt. The talk was of the racing the day before.
      

      
      ‘God, that weather. Four boats dismasted and umpteen collisions.’

      
      
      ‘Did you hear one of the skippers lost his thumb? They took him to hospital but he refused to let them operate because he
         didn’t want to miss the rest of the regatta.’
      

      
      ‘I nearly collided with the King of Spain and the Aga Khan yesterday,’ someone else boasted.
      

      
      Milly took an order for the usual round of fried breakfasts while half listening to the crew conversation on table nine.

      
      ‘I’ve asked Fabian Beaufort to be our bowman,’ announced one man who seemed to be the skipper. The Gaggia spluttered boiling
         water over tea bags at the counter.
      

      
      ‘Beaufort? Why the hell have you asked him? We’re not that desperate.’

      
      ‘Beaufort is a bloody talented sailor and we’re lucky to get him.’

      
      Another man snorted. ‘Only because none of the professional crews will have him. He probably needs the cash now too.’

      
      ‘How come?’

      
      ‘Family money has gone kaput. His father has disappeared.’

      
      ‘Old Pa Beaufort has disappeared?’

      
      ‘God, where have you been? Everyone’s talking about it! He’s gone bankrupt. No one knows where he is. Just went in the night
         and left the family absolutely penniless. Rumour has it that Fabian’s trial put him over the edge.’
      

      
      ‘God, how awful. He was a really decent bloke. Pity the mother didn’t disappear too.’

      
      ‘Well, now Fabian’s absolutely penniless. Sold his Porsche to keep hold of the family yacht but even that went too.’

      
      ‘That’s a bad run of luck.’

      
      One man snorted. ‘Luck has nothing to do with it. How do you know he won’t be stoned out of his mind?’

      
      ‘I heard it took four of them to throw him out at the Royal Corinthian Ball and now they won’t have him back through their
         doors,’ added someone else.
      

      
      ‘He’ll be fine,’ snapped the skipper back. ‘And he’s our best chance to beat Gipsy.’
      

      
      
      ‘Well, let’s hope he doesn’t turn up drunk and drown the bloody lot of us.’

      
      ‘Or, worse than that, lose the bloody race for us.’

      
      ‘Shut it. He’s here.’

      
      Milly was just taking their tea over to them and looked around with interest for this Fabian character. He came out of the
         fog of bodies and it was all she could do not to stand in front of him and stare with an open mouth. As it was she rushed
         back to the counter and snatched glances at him whenever she could. Milly didn’t think she had seen anyone so arresting in
         all of her life. The very image of him branded itself on her mind like a scar. He was languidly shaking hands with everyone
         at the table as they stood to greet him. He had clearly been sailing in fairer climes because he was tanned. Not to a smooth
         café au lait colour of the continent but to the polished beige of an English cup of tea. His dark blond hair was flecked with
         the ice of white blond from the sun. His smooth rose-pink lips sat in a square jaw. He could only be described as beautiful
         rather than handsome but there was no denying the slightly predatory look in his blue eyes.
      

      
      Milly walked apprehensively over to him and cleared her throat. ‘Em, can I get you anything? To eat or drink?’ she added hastily
         as the amused eyes swung towards her. She drank in his smell: freshly showered flesh and a faint sprinkling of aftershave.
         His strong forearms rested on the table, naked of a watch and any other adornment, only the little white hairs bleached by
         the sun.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure you’ll have my usual tipple but please can you get me a bacon sandwich and an espresso? Thank you.’ For a moment
         his eyes lingered on hers.
      

      
      As Milly scurried off with his order, his gaze briefly followed her. He liked the kindness in her eyes. He had seen her yesterday
         as well being sweet to an old man who had spilt his tea. She had cleaned it up patiently, and stayed to listen as he rambled
         on about Cowes Week whilst the café owner swore at her in the background. Although it was something he had never appreciated before, indeed never had any use for, kindness was something
         which was certainly thin on the ground for him at the moment. He was aware of the whispered comments and the gossipy exchanged
         glances, at such odds to the looks of admiration that his looks and talent normally elicited, and the experience of having
         to scrabble around for an amateur crew place whilst his peers breakfasted in one of the corporate tents was truly humbling.
         He wondered fleetingly if this waitress would still be kind if she knew anything about him. He turned back to all the talk
         of racing.
      

      
      Milly got up early the next morning to try to persuade her vibrant, slippery mass of hair into some semblance of style. She
         had a lovely olive, velvety skin and treacly, mahogany hair, for which she thanked her beauty fairy every day. Her straight,
         even features gave her a certain fresh-faced charm, and her chocolate eyes and wide, genuine, magical smile made even the
         toughest customer melt. When they shared out their tips at the end of the shift, Milly always had the most. She stood out
         amongst the rest of the waitresses as she was always wearing something different. The old sewing machine at home whirred away
         as she turned high street fashion into haute couture. Despite her limited budget she always looked chic and carried off the
         cheapest of trinkets with enviable style. She wasn’t terribly vain but she did have an instinctive need to make herself look
         as nice as possible, and the possibility of seeing Fabian Beaufort again made her want to make the effort. She thought about
         him, remembering how the room had become more animated when he arrived as people surreptitiously pointed him out to their
         companions. Milly didn’t know why. Had that crew said he was a druggie? They certainly didn’t want him on the boat anyway.
         She shrugged to herself. She didn’t know why she was even thinking about him. He was the embodiment of all those spoilt kids
         from London who wouldn’t pause to give her the time of day.
      

      
      
      Things went rapidly downhill once she got to work. Milly was reduced to tears by Mr Sawman when she accidentally scalded one
         of the other waiters. Then, halfway through the breakfast shift, she picked up a plate far hotter than it should have been,
         tried to dump it back on the counter and missed. She ducked down to pick up the broken pieces and scattered pieces of bacon
         whilst sucking on her burnt finger.
      

      
      ‘Milly, what the fuck is going on?’ hissed a voice in her ear. She straightened up to find Mr Sawman staring furiously at
         her.
      

      
      ‘I’m … I’m sorry. It was hot and I missed the …’

      
      ‘This is a café, Milly. Things are hot. That’s part of your job.’ He was trying to keep his voice even and low but Milly could
         see from his eyes that he really wanted to let rip on her. ‘What the fuck is wrong with you today? Daydreaming about boys?’
      

      
      ‘It was really hot. I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘Get this mess cleared up now and I’m deducting the cost of all this from your wages. You can forget your tips for today as
         well.’
      

      
      Milly was startled when a drawling voice interrupted.

      
      ‘I don’t think that’s very fair.’

      
      Milly was already quite red but she turned positively puce when she saw the owner of the voice. ‘It’s fine, honestly,’ she
         stammered.
      

      
      ‘No, it’s not fine,’ said Fabian. ‘It wasn’t her fault at all. You’ve been shitty to everyone all week. You haven’t even asked
         her if she’s hurt herself.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t tell me what to do with my staff. Besides, I know who you are and I don’t want you in here,’ replied Mr Sawman
         with a sneer.
      

      
      ‘Fabian!’ called someone from the door. ‘We’re going!’

      
      ‘Get your stuff,’ said Fabian, glancing at Milly.

      
      ‘Eh?’ said Milly, open-mouthed. She knew it wasn’t quite the appropriate response but she couldn’t help herself.

      
      ‘The boat I’m staying on needs a cook and they’ll pay you better than this place. Get your stuff.’

      
      
      Milly’s mind raced. She didn’t particularly want to give up her job here but she was thrilled by his gesture and didn’t feel
         she could let him down in front of all these people. It was like being proposed to on TV or something. She just couldn’t say
         no. Wordlessly she scurried into the staffroom, seized her bag and ran back.
      

      
      No one had moved. Fabian grabbed her hand and pulled her away. He wasn’t quite sure why he’d done what he just did. All he
         knew was that he was sick of being pushed about himself and couldn’t bear to see it happen to his kind waitress too.
      

      
      ‘Did you hurt yourself?’ he asked as they threaded their way through the crowds.

      
      ‘No,’ said Milly, knowing that to a sailor you had to lose your finger before it counted as hurting yourself.

      
      ‘Can you cook?’

      
      ‘Em, the basics. Shepherd’s pie, that sort of thing.’

      
      He nodded briskly. Already dozens of boats were wending their way out to sea in readiness for a day’s racing.

      
      ‘If you go and wait at the Royal Yacht Squadron’s landing, I’ll get someone to come and pick you up.’ And then he hopped on
         to the bow of a boat. ‘What’s your name?’ he called.
      

      
      ‘Milly.’

      
      It wasn’t until she had walked round to the Royal Yacht Squadron (the long way so she didn’t have to walk back past the restaurant)
         and leant on the railing by the imposing stone landing that Milly started to think about what she had just done. She’d given
         up a perfectly good job and let lots of people down, because the rest of the staff would have to try and make up for her absence
         today. She bit her lip anxiously, looking into the water. And all for what? Because she fancied someone? This Fabian probably
         hadn’t got a job for her after all. She wandered dispiritedly past the landing stage, all the time keeping an eye out for
         a likely-looking boat coming to collect her. The turreted building of the Royal Yacht Squadron, half covered with bottle-green
         ivy, stood imposingly before her. A young man was watching her suspiciously from the guard house at the entrance; any moment she expected a fruity naval voice to demand to know what
         she was doing. She extracted an old copy of Vogue from her bag and tried to concentrate but the images kept blurring so in the end she simply walked up and down until she saw
         a smart navy blue launch gently weaving in and out of the bobbing yachts. It was definitely coming over to the landing stage.
         She walked quickly towards the wrought-iron gates as the boat made to pull alongside.
      

      
      ‘Are you Milly?’ called a tall, dark-haired man with an upper-class voice. He pronounced her name ‘Mill-ay’. A small boy leapt
         on to the stone platform as soon as they reached it, holding a rope which he tied off.
      

      
      ‘Yes!’ Milly called from behind the gates, relief flooding through her.

      
      ‘Fabian said he’d got us a new cook.’

      
      ‘That’s me!’ she said joyfully. She would be earning money for the rest of the week and Fabian hadn’t let her down.

      
      ‘I’m starving,’ pronounced the small boy.

      
      ‘John! Get these bloody gates open!’ yelled the man. The young man from the guard house scurried out, bearing keys and stumbling
         apologies.
      

      
      ‘Glad Fabian found somebody.’ Milly slipped through the gates as soon as they were opened and climbed gingerly aboard. ‘I’m
         Philip Rochester by the way and this is Tom.’
      

      
      ‘Nice to meet you. I’m Milly Dantry.’ She didn’t know whether to shake hands or not but none was proffered.

      
      ‘Can you do me some bacon and eggs when we get back?’ asked the boy. ‘I’m racing in an hour.’

      
      ‘Of course,’ said Milly. At that moment she would have made the whole fleet bacon and eggs, and with fried bread too.

   



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      The next morning Milly was in the Rochesters’ galley, panicking. The weather was a little rougher and the yacht bobbed around
         on its moorings but she was getting used to the soft undulations. She still hadn’t seen Fabian – from what she could gather
         at the breakfast table he had left early to meet with another boat he was crewing for.
      

      
      Although Mr Rochester had offered her much more money than she could have possibly earned at the café for the rest of the
         week, they were being very sketchy about hours. Milly was worried she would miss her last bus back to her digs tonight as
         they were hosting a drinks party on the yacht and then a buffet afterwards for a select few. Mrs Rochester wanted her to prepare
         some canapés as well, which filled her with absolute dread. Fabian obviously hadn’t told them she wasn’t a real cook. Did
         crisps count as canapés?
      

      
      But her day became more and more fraught. Alicia, the Rochester’s beautiful daughter, rose from her bed and demanded boiled
         eggs, then Mr Rochester invited several of his cronies back to talk about their race strategy and she had to make them all
         packed lunch from two tins of red salmon which she found in the cupboard along with the potato salad she’d made for the buffet.
         She also had to make lunch for the rest of the crew, which took her by surprise, but they told her kindly that they hadn’t
         liked to ask her yesterday as it was her first day. Mrs Rochester and her friends then expected to be served tea on deck while watching the racing crews coming home, and Alicia and
         her friends went below deck to her bedroom to try on dresses for tonight’s drinks party and summoned Milly to serve them tea
         there. Milly hadn’t actually been into the cabins yet – they were situated at the bow of the boat – and she had to be pointed
         in the right direction by one of the crew.
      

      
      She balanced the second tea tray on her hip and knocked on the door.

      
      ‘Come in!’

      
      Milly stepped over the lip into a spacious cabin. A double bed took up the middle of the room but the main focus was an enormous
         wardrobe which took up the whole of one wall. With all its doors flung open, it spewed the contents on to the bed and over
         chairs. One girl was posing in front of a full-length mirror in a beautiful halter-neck dress made entirely of tiny silver
         droplets. Milly would have given anything to spend just an hour in this room with that wardrobe, but the thought quickly left
         her as four girls immediately stopped and stared at her. Milly felt a flush start up her neck. ‘Where would you like the tray?’
         she asked quietly.
      

      
      ‘Here on the bed.’ Alicia got up. She was very pretty in a baby-doll kind of way. Milly thought that since Fabian clearly
         wasn’t related to the Rochesters he must be going out with Alicia. Lucky, lucky Alicia. Milly went to place the tray where
         she had been sitting, which was the only spare bit of space since clothes littered the rest of the bed.
      

      
      ‘Careful! Mind my dresses!’ snapped Alicia. ‘They cost thousands.’

      
      Milly placed the tray as gently as she could on the bed, all the while feeling the sly looks being passed between the girls
         behind her back. ‘I hear Fabian found you in a café, is that so?’ Alicia asked as Milly turned to go.
      

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      ‘Clever old Fabian.’

      
      
      Milly made to leave.

      
      ‘When Fabian comes back, will you send him straight down?’ Alicia called after her amidst the giggles.

      
      ‘Yes. Of course.’ Milly clicked the door shut on a life she could only dream of. The clothes were what made Milly envious.
         She had had her heart set on a fashion course in London but when her mother was killed in a car accident just before her GCSEs
         all of that changed. Milly had had to leave school early, and before taking those all-important exams, to help her father
         who was so stricken with grief that he was unable to work. She’d thought her heart might break. She had adored her mother,
         who was sweet and kind, just like her. She missed the easy chat, shopping for clothes together, the simple pleasure taken
         in so-and-so’s engagement or promotion. She spent her summers serving spoilt kids from London talking loudly about their foreign
         holidays whilst leaving tiny tips. She watched her excited friends disappear off to university, giving her huge bear hugs
         and promising to write whilst she worked at her exams between her waitress shifts. But she had finally been granted a place
         at a college in London, starting this September. Although she was sad to leave her father, who was delighted for her, she
         couldn’t wait for September to come. To earn her living surrounded by clothes and couture was the very stuff dreams were made
         of.
      

      
      By the time she had got back to the galley and surveyed the mess, Milly was starting to feel a little less favourably about
         Fabian. It was all very well for him, she thought as she slammed the fridge door, playing the knight in shining armour, but
         he had taken her away from a perfectly good job and delivered her to the evil stepfamily. She was Cinderella in reverse. He’d
         probably forgotten all about her now. What on earth was she going to give to forty guests as canapés tonight? Not to mention
         the buffet afterwards. She looked at her watch. It was four-thirty and a wave of panic overcame her. She’d never make it.
      

      
      
      ‘Milly?’ said Tom appearing in the doorway. ‘Is there anything to eat?’

      
      ‘I’m not sure, Tom. Will some rich tea biscuits do?’ She wasn’t even sure about them. She couldn’t remember whether she had
         given them all to Mrs Rochester’s guests.
      

      
      ‘But I’m starving! I’ve been racing all day!’

      
      Tears started to well up and she sat down heavily on a stool. The restaurant wouldn’t give her back her job now and she didn’t
         know what she’d do after they’d fired her here.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Milly?’ Tom asked nervously.

      
      It was all too much. The tears started to roll down her face. Tom came and stood gravely next to her, solemnly handing her
         a tea towel. ‘Please don’t cry, Milly. I like rich tea biscuits. I really do. I like you too.’
      

      
      She smiled and blew her nose on an illustration of a reef knot. Her mascara mottled the previously white cloth. ‘It’s not
         you, Tom. It’s just …’
      

      
      ‘Tom, have you been making Milly cry?’ asked a voice from the doorway. Milly and Tom started and looked up to see Fabian leaning
         in the doorway with his Oakley sunglasses pushed on top of his head.
      

      
      ‘No, Fabian. I really do like rich tea biscuits. Milly thinks I don’t.’

      
      Fabian frowned. ‘Milly’s crying because you don’t like rich tea biscuits? What are you doing down here, Tom?’

      
      ‘I’ve been racing. I was hungry …’

      
      Fabian immediately bustled over to the fridge. ‘Well, let’s get you something to eat then. How about some cheese and crackers?’

      
      Milly groaned inwardly to herself. Why couldn’t she have thought of cheese and crackers? Fabian was going to think she was
         useless.
      

      
      After Fabian had pulled a big chunk of Cheddar out of the fridge and found some crackers in the cupboard, he sent a more cheerful
         and relieved Tom on his way and then pulled up a stool to join Milly. ‘What’s up?’ he asked simply.
      

      
      
      Milly twisted the tea towel through her fingers. ‘There’s a drinks party tonight and a buffet and I don’t know how to make
         canapés. I’d made a potato salad for the buffet but Mr Rochester had that for lunch. I don’t know what to do because I’m not
         really a cook, you know. I’m a waitress.’
      

      
      He studied her without saying anything. She dried her eyes and awkwardly got up. She supposed she really needed to get on.
         One of the crew would have to run her ashore. ‘Oh by the way,’ she said. ‘Alicia said you can go straight down to her cabin.’
      

      
      He went to the doorway. ‘Are you coming?’

      
      ‘To see Alicia?’ she said in confusion.

      
      ‘No, to the shops,’ he replied to her surprised face. ‘Come on.’

Travelling with Fabian in the motor launch was really rather
         thrilling. They were stared at and pointed to by all the yachts as they weaved their way slowly through. Fabian didn’t show
         off with elaborate zigzagging or speed and Milly felt a slight shiver when she realised that Fabian probably didn’t need to
         prove his virility that way. Milly noticed that some of the sunbathing women smiled and waved but the men just looked and
         muttered. One man shouted out aggressively, ‘Go home, Beaufort. You’re not welcome here.’ Milly looked across at Fabian curiously,
         wondering if he was going to react. Even though his face was impassive and he looked straight ahead of him, a tic was going
         slightly in one cheek. She wondered again about this constant antipathy towards him and how he could stand it.
      

      
      ‘How did you do today?’ asked Milly, trying to make some conversation.

      
      ‘Awful. Fucking skipper was useless.’ He didn’t take his eyes from the water.

      
      ‘Were you the bowman?’ She blushed as she remembered their first meeting.

      
      ‘Yes.’ He slowed the boat down even more as they came to a mêlée of bobbing Laser dinghies. Against the size and weight of
         the Rochesters’ yacht, they looked like little toy boats. ‘Do you sail?’ Fabian asked.
      

      
      
      ‘A bit of dinghy sailing. Like these,’ she pointed at the Lasers. ‘But not really now. My dad used to have a boat. Before
         my mother died.’
      

      
      Fabian looked over at her but he didn’t look embarrassed or try to change the subject quickly. ‘When did she die?’

      
      ‘Six years ago.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry. You must miss her.’

      
      Milly had to bite on her lip hard, looking out over the Solent to stop her eyes filling with tears again. Stop it, she told
         herself firmly, for God’s sake stop it. He’s going to think that all you do is cry.
      

      
      ‘Are you related to the Rochesters?’ she asked quickly.

      
      Fabian gave a mirthless laugh. ‘No.’

      
      It must be as she thought, Fabian was going out with Alicia. Milly jumped as a cannon went off to signify the start of a race.

      
      ‘Someone accidentally left the loading baton in one year and it was fired through some poor sod’s mainsail,’ said Fabian gesturing
         towards the nearby cannons. ‘One minute you’re waiting to start the race and the next your sail’s on fire with a huge hole
         in it.’
      

      
      Milly giggled. She looked around her. ‘Are you allowed to moor here?’

      
      ‘No,’ he said, tying the dinghy up.

      
      They didn’t speak again until Fabian had collected a trolley in the supermarket.

      
      ‘How many are there tonight?’

      
      ‘Em, forty for drinks and fifteen for supper.’

      
      Fabian started to chuck things randomly into the trolley. In went several packets of smoked salmon, some quail’s eggs, blinis,
         lumpfish roe and soured cream, then some pâté, chutney and melba toasts, some huge king prawns that were the size of eggs
         and sweet chilli sauce.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think you’re going to have time to make anything complicated for the buffet.’

      
      
      ‘What about some baked potatoes?’ Milly seized a couple of huge bags and bunged them in the trolley and then ran back to the
         fridge section to get some bacon and cheese to stuff them with. When she got back, Fabian was buying four freshly roasted
         chickens from the deli counter. She paid with a wad of notes Mr Rochester had left her with this morning and firmly pocketed
         the receipt to show him.
      

      
      Carrying four bags each, they weaved their way back through the dense crowds.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said Milly awkwardly. ‘Thanks for helping, Fabian.’ She used his name shyly, almost as though it was a caress.

      
      He shrugged. ‘I know you’d have managed but I feel I got you into this.’

      
      ‘Most men wouldn’t have a clue what to feed people.’

      
      ‘I did the Whitbread Round the World Race – well, it’s the Volvo now. Makes you think a bit more about food.’ He looked over
         to her and smiled. ‘Not that we had quail’s eggs and smoked salmon. Far from it. I lost about a stone.’
      

      
      Milly privately thought it sounded an extreme sort of diet. ‘How did you do?’

      
      ‘I learnt a lot. My skipper was pretty amazing. I did it just to learn from him. He knew how to get everything he could out
         of the boat and from his crew. There was a point in the race when we were sailing at more than thirty knots and the boat was
         literally slicing the ocean apart. I’ve never been so scared.’
      

      
      Since Fabian was grinning with delight, Milly presumed that being scared was something he actively enjoyed.

      
      It was a beautiful evening. The yachts moored all around them hummed with life. People dressed in ball dresses and black tie
         were sitting out on the decks sipping cocktails; strains of Billie Holiday carried across the water and collided with the
         booming beat of R&B. The hum of motor launches as persistent as wasps moved in and out of the moorings, delivering glamorous
         people to the yacht clubs on shore and even more glamorous people to the Rochesters’.
      

      
      Although Milly tried her best to keep her mind on the job that evening, she found herself constantly looking for Fabian as
         she circulated with food. Her eyes were forever drawn to him. She watched him chatting, his wary air at odds with his earlier
         sangfroid. She noticed that he avoided the older guests (who muttered behind his back) and spoke to the younger ones (who
         were clearly fascinated by him).
      

      
      Milly absent-mindedly proffered her tray to a group of three over made-up, gaudy women who all looked like Ivana Trump. They
         were nudging each other and looking over at Fabian like vultures.
      

      
      ‘Alicia Rochester more or less told me that she was seeing Fabian Beaufort, the lucky thing.’

      
      ‘I don’t care what they say about him, he is simply delicious. I would have him for breakfast, lunch and dinner.’

      
      They grabbed canapés from Milly with liver-spotted, old crone hands without even pausing to look at her. Milly decided they
         looked more like the three witches from Macbeth.
      

      
      ‘You know the old adage, “Never do the crew”? Well, Fabian always does. I always wished he would make a pass at me.’

      
      Milly moved away, only to be confronted by Alicia in the middle of a group of glamorous young people laughing loudly.

      
      ‘Fabian?’ Alicia was pouting. She had clearly had too much to drink. ‘Fabian!’ she said again when he didn’t respond.

      
      ‘Yes?’ he said. He didn’t seem all that keen to talk to her, Milly noticed.

      
      ‘Do you think I ought to get my boobs done?’ She pressed her chest into his face.

      
      ‘Well, I don’t know.’ He looked at her breasts.

      
      ‘Do you think they’re too small?’ She had her hands on her hips and paraded her chest like an overanxious cockerel. God, any
         minute she was going to take her top off, thought Milly.
      

      
      ‘Well …’ drawled Fabian, eyes still fixed. ‘Why don’t you get one done and see how you feel?’ he said to shouts of laughter from the whole group.
      

      
      He looked across to Milly, but she had already escaped downstairs before anyone noticed her grinning too. But once back down
         in her habitual galley she caught a distorted glance of her clothes in the aluminium fridge door and the smile faded from
         her face. Despite the laughter, Alicia still had unlimited access to Fabian whereas she was bound by this waitress’s uniform.
         It didn’t seem to be a fair position to be fighting from. She knew that she was becoming fascinated by him. It was as though
         everything centred on Fabian. He stood still whilst everyone and everything revolved around him.
      

      
      She slowly chewed on her bottom lip and thought how defensive he seemed this evening, as though always waiting for the next
         line of attack, unsure what direction it would come from. It worried her that he could have so much ill feeling directed towards
         him. She wondered what awful things he could have done for the whole community to be practically ignoring him. She wondered
         if it was true that he was penniless and lost all his money. But above all, she wondered what she could do to make it better.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      The next morning Milly met her friend Amy from the restaurant for an early cup of tea on the yacht haven. Amy had been texting
         her since her departure.
      

      
      ‘Tell me everything!’ said Amy excitedly. ‘Mr Sawman was furious when you walked out like that! Absolutely furious! I thought
         he was going to have some sort of coronary! It was marvellous! Well worth waiting all your tables for the rest of the decade,
         you old bag. So tell me all about this Fabian Beaufort. He is absolutely gorgeous. Mr Sawman has received about twenty applications
         for your job immediately after you left, all from green-eyed female customers hoping Mr Beaufort might come and rescue them
         from a life of drudgery.’
      

      
      ‘He’s lovely,’ sighed Milly. ‘Just lovely.’

      
      She smiled dreamily at her friend who was now looking at her dubiously. ‘Milly, please tell me you don’t actually like him. He doesn’t have the best of reputations. He’ll eat you up and then spit you out.’
      

      
      ‘What have you heard?’

      
      ‘Lots of gossip. If they’re not talking about the racing or sailing, they are talking about Fabian Beaufort. Most of the women
         seem secretly pleased that he’s around and talk about his beautiful bum but the men all seem to hate him – they won’t even
         talk to him.’
      

      
      ‘What sort of gossip?’

      
      
      ‘Like the fact he is seriously into drink and drugs. That he has shagged every vaguely attractive blonde in every corner of
         the globe. And he was so bombed up that he left someone to die out in the Caribbean.’
      

      
      ‘Is that it?’

      
      ‘That’s not enough? Someone died. He left them to die.’
      

      
      The words slowly sank into Milly’s consciousness. She realised with a shock that she was so anxious to brush over any of Fabian’s
         indiscretions that she could have dismissed this altogether without actually thinking about it. But it couldn’t be dismissed.
         Certainly most of the sailing community felt it couldn’t. Fabian was responsible for someone’s death.
      

      
      ‘Do you know how it happened?’

      
      ‘Does it make a difference?’

      
      ‘Maybe.’

      
      ‘I’m not sure how even you could put a positive spin on this one.’

      
      Milly was silent for a moment. ‘Do you know anything else?’

      
      ‘Not much. Something went on with his family, I don’t know what. Rumour has it that he’s seeing someone on the boat he’s staying
         on.’
      

      
      ‘Alicia,’ mumbled Milly.

      
      ‘Besides, he is a serious sailor. You know what that means.’ Milly did know what that meant. She’d been coming to Cowes long
         enough. That meant he only had one mistress. The sea. And she was a bitchy, demanding mistress. There was never any room for
         anyone else. Milly looked so crestfallen that Amy put a hand out to touch her. ‘You’re too sweet for him. But if you must
         shag him, and I only say must, please make him wear a condom and then walk away and don’t look back.’
      

      
      Milly left her friend wishing that all Amy had told her could have killed her desire for Fabian. But even after all she had
         just heard about him, perversely, she still wanted him. Maybe she could just sleep with him and then walk away. Maybe that
         would satisfy this longing for him and put an end to it? Then Milly shook herself crossly. What on earth made her think that Fabian would want
         to sleep with her? They came from such different backgrounds. His was public school – she could tell by his voice – skiing
         holidays and girls with wardrobes the size of a room. Hers was hanging around with mates on the beach and scrabbling down
         the back of the sofa to find enough money for a pint of cider. Milly suddenly wished she was back with Amy waiting tables
         at the café. She wished that she had never set eyes on Fabian Beaufort. The sun went behind the clouds and she shivered slightly.
      

      
      Half an hour later Milly was busy frying eggs for everyone up on deck. Actually, she was only frying eggs for two of them
         because Alicia wanted an egg white omelette (Milly had never made one before. She hoped that the recipe was as obvious as
         its name) and Mrs Rochester wanted poached eggs. Thank God the men were easy. She had found a double-yolked egg which she
         was carefully handling for Tom as she knew he’d be thrilled. She had been surprised to see Alicia up but apparently she too
         was going racing today and was carefully dressed in tiny shorts and a vest top with a Henri Lloyd sailing top tied casually
         around her waist.
      

      
      A shadow fell across the stove and when she looked up and saw Fabian she immediately took back her wish never to have met
         him. She didn’t think it was fair that his hair should have so many colours of the sun or that he should seem to care so little
         about it. ‘Hello,’ he said simply.
      

      
      ‘Hello.’

      
      ‘Double-yolker,’ he stated. Milly first thought this might be some sort of technical sailing term but he gestured his head
         towards the egg pan. ‘Lucky.’
      

      
      She smiled at him. ‘I’m saving it for Tom.’

      
      ‘He’ll like it. Do you want to come sailing with me today?’

      
      Milly looked at him in some confusion. ‘Aren’t you racing?’ she asked to buy herself some time. ‘With Alicia?’ She cursed
         herself. She hadn’t meant to mention her.
      

      
      
      ‘God no!’ he said with some amusement. ‘She’ll smack her head on the boom, lose her sunglasses whilst all the time moaning
         that the sail is casting a shadow over her legs. No, I’m not racing today. With or without Alicia.’
      

      
      ‘But I’ve got to work.’

      
      ‘Not this evening. They’re all going to the Royal Yacht Squadron Ball.’

      
      ‘OK,’ she said finally. ‘As long as the family don’t need me.’

      
      ‘I’ll pick you up at six.’

      
      And with that he was gone, obscurely pleased that she had accepted. Not that he’d imagined she would refuse.

      
      Born to an impossibly beautiful mother and an entrepreneurial father, Fabian had inherited his looks from one and his sailing
         talent from the other. But despite his advantages, as an only child Fabian had been very lonely. His mother adored him, rather
         than straightforwardly loving him, and looked to him to provide everything that her life was missing, his father being frequently
         absent from the family home and utterly focused on building his vast fortune. The one thing that brought Fabian and his father
         together was sailing, and from an early age Fabian had loved to escape the cosseted, perfumed presence of his doting mother.
         He and his father would leave London together on a Friday night and travel down to their house in Hamble where their yacht
         Ragamuffin was berthed. Elizabeth always refused to accompany them and secretly the men preferred it that way. No one to tell them off
         for eating Nutella sandwiches for lunch or nag them about table manners. David Beaufort left his all-consuming work behind
         him and became Fabian’s exclusive property. The rest of the world ceased to exist. Fabian’s best memories of his father were
         standing beside him with a rod in his hand, fishing for mackerel off the back of the boat, the wind caressing their skin,
         alone on the ocean and content in the silence of each other’s company.
      

      
      Fabian had never found that sort of peace anywhere else – until recently. To his surprise, he found it in Milly’s presence.

      
      
      After leaving Harrow, Fabian had wanted nothing more than to prove himself as a sailor. He applied to become a crew member
         on the Volvo Ocean Race, the famous race which started as a bet in a yacht club bar and was now the greatest ocean race in
         the world. The main draw for him was the skipper on one of the boats, who was a sailing legend.
      

      
      After a gruelling few days of assault courses and team-building exercises, the interviews began. As soon as Fabian walked
         into the room, the skipper thought, This boy won’t last the course. He has no experience of when things go wrong. Things have
         only ever gone right for him.
      

      
      ‘Why do you want to do this race?’ he asked him.

      
      ‘I want to win. I want to win the Volvo.’

      
      ‘And what happens when we don’t win? What happens when we’re the last in the fleet?’

      
      ‘Then we push our way to the front.’

      
      The skipper tried a different tack. ‘What if one of your crew mates doesn’t work as hard as you? He can’t pull his weight?’

      
      ‘Then he shouldn’t be on the boat,’ said Fabian fiercely.

      
      ‘But what if he is?’ he persisted.

      
      ‘Then I’ll push him.’

      
      ‘Or help him?’ suggested the skipper.

      
      Fabian looked at him curiously. ‘Whatever gets results.’

      
      The skipper wavered and then mentally scratched him off the list. He asked a few more questions before terminating the interview.
         Fabian thanked him but as he got up to leave, feeling he hadn’t quite made the right impression, he turned back. ‘At the start,
         you asked me why I wanted to do this race. I actually want to do it because I’ve never been really pushed before. I want to
         know where my limits are and I reckon the only place left to really find them is on the ocean.’
      

      
      ‘What if you reach your limits?’

      
      ‘Then I’ll go beyond them because I’ll have no choice. That’s the beauty of the ocean, isn’t it? The only victory is that
         you get to emerge alive. I want to know what that feels like.’
      

      
      
      His new skipper surveyed him for a few seconds. ‘You can call me Mack, by the way.’ John MacGregor’s mouth stretched into
         a smile. ‘Welcome aboard.’
      

      
      They came second in the race. The yachting press named Fabian as the one to watch and he looked set for an enormously successful career. Fabian decided he would have a small holiday and sail
         the Mandarin, a present from his father, to the Caribbean, meet some mates and party for a while. But intoxicated by this hedonistic lifestyle,
         a few weeks turned into a long summer of wild beach parties, sex and drugs. Reassured by his son that he would be entering
         local regattas to continue his sailing career, his worried father continued to wire transfer money out. Never pausing to consider
         the next day let alone the following week, Fabian raced in Antigua Race Week, carnival-ed in Trinidad and smoked cigars in
         Havana. Although Fabian was true to his word, what his father didn’t know was that as his notoriety spread, race organisers
         started to refuse him permission to race as he invariably turned up pissed or stoned or both.
      

      
      Then Rob Thornton died.

      
      It was half past six by the time Fabian wandered down to the galley to collect Milly, who had been agonising for the last
         forty minutes over what exactly ‘I’ll pick you up at six’ meant. Was it really a date or did he just need someone to sail
         with? And even if it was a date, should she really be going out with him? From all the gossip he hardly seemed to be the sort
         of person who’d be looking for a relationship. But then she couldn’t bear the thought of not going out with him. She decided
         to try and keep the whole thing as low-key as possible because she had a nasty feeling that Alicia wouldn’t take too kindly
         to it.
      

      
      Luckily she had brought a little cardigan with her today, so whilst the rest of the family got ready for the ball, she untucked
         her floral shirt, undid the buttons as far as she dared and slung the short grey cardigan over the top. She wasn’t sure that
         her black skirt was quite the sailing thing but at least she had on her best flip-flops from last summer which she had stuck black
         and white buttons on. She had a quick peek down the front of her blouse and then felt enormously presumptuous. This wasn’t
         even an official date. But thank God she was wearing her nice black bra with hot-pink ribbon. Of course, she had no intention
         of sleeping with him.
      

      
      ‘Are you ready?’ he asked, appearing suddenly behind her.

      
      Relief flooded through Milly and she quickly clamped her hands down by her sides. ‘Em, yes. Am I OK like this? I mean, for
         sailing.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll try not to tip you in.’

      
      They walked together to the stern.

      
      ‘I had to bring the boat right in because they’ll be using the launch later,’ he said.

      
      ‘Oh! Is she yours?’ exclaimed Milly as the little Laser came into sight, tied on to the bigger yacht with a single rope and
         bobbing in the water. She looked like a tiny cygnet following her giant mother.
      

      
      ‘No, I borrowed her from a mate. I still have a few left,’ he said wryly. ‘You said you’d sailed dinghies before.’

      
      Milly looked at him in alarm. ‘A while ago.’

      
      ‘You’ll remember. You never forget.’ He handed her a life-jacket.

      
      She clambered down the ladder to the little landing stage. Instinctively knowing that Fabian would despise women who made
         a fuss, she pulled the little boat in close and then hopped in. ‘Are you coming?’ she asked cheekily.
      

      
      He grinned at her, untied the painter and leapt deftly in.

      
      There were a few boats out and about, enjoying the last dregs of the warm, salty air, but they were soon a pinprick on the
         horizon. The burning heat of the sun had been replaced by a pleasant, drowsy warmth. Fabian had put Milly in charge of the
         tiller and she sat happily at the back taking great gulps of the breeze, peering, weaving and leaning as the boom swung back and forth and Fabian managed the tacking. He ducked under the boom, raised and lowered the centreboard and leant out
         over the water as easily and unconsciously as a fashion designer would drape cloth over a model’s body, and slowly they tacked
         in vast zigzags towards the beautiful, squat red and white striped lighthouse sitting forebodingly in front of spiking, chalky
         cliffs which rose out of the water like the teeth of some abandoned sea monster.
      

      
      When the Needles lighthouse at last loomed in front of them like a vast moon, Fabian decided to turn the boat into the wind
         and drop the sea anchor. After taking a few minutes to check that they weren’t drifting, he seemed to relax a little and turned
         towards her. There wasn’t much room in the dinghy, barely enough for two bodies to be comfortable, but with equilibrium restored
         they sat facing each other. Without speaking Fabian leant to the bow of the boat and from underneath a picnic rug whipped
         out a bottle of champagne.
      

      
      The clichéd gesture, which made Milly fleetingly wonder how often he had done this, was thankfully tempered by Fabian saying,
         ‘I nicked it from old Pa Rochester’s cellars. He won’t miss it.’
      

      
      ‘Why aren’t you going to the Ball tonight?’ asked Milly. It hadn’t escaped her notice that Fabian hadn’t gone to anything
         this week and Cowes Week was crammed with social events: balls, cocktail parties, concerts and receptions.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t be particularly welcome. The Royal Yacht Squadron have blacklisted me,’ he said, expertly twisting off the foil
         and wire cage. ‘Everybody who is anybody is going,’ he said mockingly and eased the cork out with a muted pop.
      

      
      ‘Why wouldn’t you be welcome?’ said Milly quietly, holding her breath.

      
      He took a moment as he poured some champagne into the cups and they both watched the bubbles disperse. She handed his cup
         back to him after he wedged the bottle between his feet but neither of them drank.
      

      
      ‘I left someone,’ he said quietly. ‘I left someone when I shouldn’t have done. I don’t really want to talk about it. You most likely wouldn’t want to know me.’

      
      ‘I doubt that,’ said Milly evenly. She had to know what happened. They couldn’t go any further until he told her. She could
         feel the struggle within him, but even with the little she knew about him, she was sure he would be honest. He wasn’t scared
         of being disliked. ‘Was it an accident?’
      

      
      Fabian looked at her for the first time since the start of the conversation. ‘What have you heard?’

      
      ‘That someone died.’

      
      Fabian nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘Someone died.’

      
      He looked into the water for what seemed like a long time, debating whether to tell her or not. She was independent, not part
         of his insular world where everyone seemed to have already made up their minds, and he also felt as though she was the sort
         of person you could truly say anything to and they would find the good in it. At the moment he needed all the comfort he could
         get and Milly was pure sugar syrup. ‘Look,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ll tell you but only because you might hear an even worse
         version from someone else – but then you probably already have.’ He paused. ‘I was sailing with a mate. Rob Thornton. We were
         out in the Grenadines and both pretty tanked up. We’d been drinking a lot and doing some coke at a party on someone’s yacht
         and then all decided to have a race to another island in the middle of the night. Rob didn’t really want to go but I persuaded
         him. So four yachts went out. Rob and I went out on his and I went to the bow to check the wind direction. I think I was gone
         about five minutes and when I got back Rob had disappeared. He’d fallen overboard, he must have stumbled or something. We
         weren’t wearing life-jackets and he drowned. His body was washed up on a beach a few days later.’ Fabian concentrated on looking
         at a distant yacht.
      

      
      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she murmured. ‘How awful.’

      
      Her words barely registered; he was reliving the full horror and that feeling of stomach-draining responsibility for what
         he had done.
      

      
      
      ‘I tried go back for him. I managed to go about and I tried to search the area, but the boat wasn’t really designed to sail
         single-handed. I probably could have done it if I’d been sober. And then I couldn’t get the radio to work. It was broken and
         Rob hadn’t got it fixed.’ He looked at her this time for her reaction, for her verdict. His slate-blue eyes were those of
         someone who had been repeatedly kicked. All he could see in Milly was gentleness and sympathy. He carried on, everything coming
         out in a splurge, anxious for her to know the worst. ‘At the inquest, they returned a verdict of accidental death but the
         judge came down really hard on me. Said that if he had his way we would all go to jail, we were just spoilt rich kids playing
         pranks. Of course, the papers picked up on this and the reports came back to England.’ He shrugged slightly, trying to recover
         his nonchalance. For a second he was heartily glad that they were on a boat and Milly wouldn’t be able to leave.
      

      
      But Milly put out a hand to touch him. ‘Fabian, it doesn’t sound as though it was really your fault.’

      
      ‘You don’t understand, Milly. Rob really didn’t want to go. I called him a pussy and pulled him out of his chair. He knew
         he wasn’t capable. I forced him. It’s my fault he’s dead. Everyone knows I forced him.’
      

      
      ‘It sounds like an awful accident to me,’ said Milly firmly.

      
      ‘Then I found out that my father had gone bankrupt and disappeared. Some people thought that my trial was somehow responsible
         for the bankruptcy and gossip fuels gossip, so almost everyone now thinks I’m the devil incarnate.’
      

      
      ‘And you’ve lost your father too,’ murmured Milly.

      
      ‘I’ve been no saint,’ Fabian snapped suddenly. He wanted her to know the truth, but he didn’t want her sympathy because it
         wasn’t deserved. He felt bitterly ashamed that he had been out in the Caribbean, contributing to his father’s bankruptcy,
         whilst his father had been struggling back here in England.
      

      
      ‘There seems to be so much talk about you …’ Milly hesitated. ‘It’s very brave of you to come to Cowes.’

      
      
      Fabian shrugged. Of course he was tempted to disappear away from the crowd but he had his pride. ‘I’d rather they said it
         to my face. Besides, if I’m around at least it stops them openly gossiping.’ He didn’t want to mention what they were saying
         about his father at the moment but it hadn’t escaped his notice that his father hadn’t stayed to face out his detractors.
      

      
      ‘People are very judgemental.’

      
      Fabian shrugged. ‘Rob’s parents are prominent sailors. There’s a lot of sympathy for them and I suppose they feel better with
         someone to blame. I thought the least I could do was to take that blame.’
      

      
      ‘Does it bother you? The hostility? I don’t think I could take it if it were me. I think I would simply go home.’

      
      ‘This is home for me. Besides I’ve never particularly cared for other people’s opinions.’ That was true. But he had been shocked by
         the depth of ill feeling directed at him. It wasn’t caused simply by sympathy for Rob’s parents: he hadn’t realised just how
         many people he had pissed off on the way up. They were now enjoying seeing him on the way down: scorned women, blokes he’d
         won races against or taken girlfriends off. There were few in the sailing community he hadn’t annoyed in one way or another.
         It made him feel humble: a sensation he wasn’t particularly enjoying.
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